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Tsunami – 10 years after 
The end of 2014 will mark 10 years since the tsunami struck 
the coasts of South-East Asia and some parts of Africa on 
26th December 2004. “Tsunami” itself was a word that some 
heard for the first time in the news. People reacted with 
horror to this phenomenon which brought death to more 
than 225’000 people and suffering to millions more 
inhabiting the rim of the Indian Ocean. The ensuing disaster 
affected populations spread along thousands of kilometres 
of coastline in 13 countries. The most severely affected 
were located in zones which had already for years been 
afflicted by intractable armed conflicts. 
 
The worldwide outpouring of solidarity with the affected 
populations was over-whelming. In Switzerland public and 
private donors raised over CHF 300 million in funds to 
support emergency and reconstruction programmes for 
affected populations in Thailand, India, Indonesia, Somalia 
and Sri Lanka. 40% of the donations were invested in Sri 
Lanka. 
 
Tsunami in Sri Lanka 
The tsunami struck the coast of Sri Lanka at 8:35 in the 
morning. Despite extreme shock and trauma in the face of 
over 35’000 deaths, the very first relief activities were 
conducted by the local people of the affected areas 
themselves. In the face of the difficulties of access posed by 
the impact of the disaster itself on the population and 
essential infrastructure, this initial local response was 
considered to be impressive, expedient and effective. The 
fact that plethora of disease and food shortage was 
prevented has been largely attributed to the immediate 
response by local communities. 
 
The affected population first found hospitality and refuge 
with relatives or other families living in elevated areas not 
reached by the tidal wave. Soon after, the Government 
supported by the International donor community, provided 
affected families with temporary shelter and assistance in 
camps. Consequently within about three years they were 
allocated new individual houses (donor-driven approach) or 
given financial support in order to repair or to rebuild their 
house on their existing plot of land (owner-driven approach). 
The need for new homes and public infrastructure was 
particularly critical in the northern and eastern regions where 
after many years of internal conflict, public services, facilities 
for health-care and education and security in general were 
already precarious.  
 
SDC emergency response 
Immediate Emergency Assistance: SDC was able to react 
immediately and provide emergency assistance right from 
the very day of the catastrophe thanks to its two offices in 
Colombo and Jaffna. A first intervention consisted of SDC 
staff distributing locally purchased essentials such as 
cooking sets, blankets and food. Through cash contributions 
SDC later co-funded emergency response activities by the 
traditional multilateral humanitarian partner organisations 
UNICEF, UNHCR and ICRC.  
 
In response to a request for international emergency 
assistance from the Government of Sri Lanka, SDC 
initially deployed a total of 57 humanitarian experts of 
the Swiss Humanitarian Aid Pool to support 
coordinated needs assessment missions and immediate 
emergency assistance, as well as to scale up relief 
assistance capacities and improve the crisis 
management structures of local authorities and UN-
organisations. On medium-term provision SHA experts 
were then seconded to UNHCR and UNOCHA to support 
the disaster management structure and technical units. 
Total funds made available for the emergency phase 
amounted to about CHF 5 million.  
 
Post-Tsunami School Rehabilitation 
Programme 
As an immediate direct intervention after the tsunami, 
SDC was engaged in the rehabilitation of 60 adequate 
temporary class rooms to ensure the continuity of 
education for over 2’400 school children spanning 
several villages.  
In close collaboration with the Ministry of Education, SDC 
committed to implementing a School Rehabilitation 
Programme in the district of Matara - partly as a directly 
implemented project by SHA construction experts, partly 
in coordination with the donor Swiss Solidarity and the 
partner Swiss Interchurch Aid (HEKS). A total of five 
schools were rehabilitated benefiitting over 6’000 
students.  
Ten years on, these schools continue to be a part of the 
public school network and provide education for about 
the same number of pupils.  Some of the schools will be 
integrated into the currently ongoing national secondary 
and primary schools improvement and extension 
programmes.  
At the behest of UNICEF Sri Lanka, two SHA 
construction experts were allocated as secondments to 
UNICEF’s construction cell, to ensure their 
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overall management of the post-tsunami school 
rehabilitation programme and to supervise the construction 
sites in the South and East of Sri Lanka. Under the guidance 
and management of the SHA experts, another 12 schools 
were rehabilitated with funds from UNICEF (Budget approx. 
CHF 8.6 million) for over 9’200 students. 
On the Jaffna peninsula the tsunami and conflict affected 
Hartley College in Point Pedro was successfully 
rehabilitated by the field office in Jaffna despite being 
hampered by logistical difficulties and a challenging security 
context that prevailed in the North for most of the 
construction period. 
 
The Cash for Repair and Reconstruction 
Programme (CfRR) for housing 
Governmental post-tsunami housing reconstruction featured 
the creation of a tsunami buffer zone, consisting of a land 
strip on the shore with a width ranging between 35 and 100 
metres. Homeowners living within this designated zone were 
relocated to new housing settlements in some cases several 
kilometres inland and mainly built by construction 
companies. As for the families having a house outside the 
buffer zone, their homes were rebuilt on the same plot of 
land with financial support from the Sri Lankan Government 
which launched a very effective post-tsunami housing 
programme based on the owner-driven approach and 
basically run by the homeowners themselves, called “Cash 
for Repair and Reconstruction” (CfRR). 
 
 
In view of the tremendous needs for post-tsunami housing 
reconstruction, an unorthodox solution and approach was 
required for the programme implementation. Four Swiss 
humanitarian actors comprising the Swiss Red Cross (SRC), 
Swiss Interchurch Aid (HEKS), Swiss Solidarity and SDC – 
came together to pool their financial resources and their 
know-how and form the Swiss Consortium.  
Upon request of the Sri Lankan Government, the Swiss 
Consortium agreed to support and fully fund the CfRR 
programme with approximately CHF 19.5 million which 
operated in the entire districts of Trincomalee and Matara.  
 
The concept of the CfRR programme was convincing: 
the provision of cash in several progress-based instalments 
to the homeowners; USD 1’000 for a house to be repaired 
and USD 2’500 for a completely destroyed house, enabled 
them to repair or rebuild their homes according to their own 
wishes and resources. Throughout the construction process 
the families were supported with technical and 
administrative support by technical support staff. This 
approach had several objectives intended to help the 
families overcome the trauma by integrating them actively in 
the reconstruction process, to strengthen and rebuild the 
tsunami affected communities and to inject funds 
contributing to the local social and economic recovery.  
The coordinated approach of the Swiss Consortium was 
a novelty for the four actors and proved to be very 
successful. By December 2007, only three years after 
the tsunami, the Swiss Consortium concluded the CfRR 
programme in both districts of Trincomalee and Matara 
with approximately 10’500 homes repaired or rebuilt, 
representing nearly 10% of the total post-tsunami 
housing reconstruction needs in Sri Lanka.  
 
Lessons learnt CfRR: Housing is essential to the 
wellbeing of families and the social, political and 
economic development of most societies. It is a central 
asset which can be linked to the fortitude of livelihoods, 
public services, health, education, political and economic 
security, and social and family stability. Housing is 
arguably also a society’s most major asset, and the 
destruction or loss of homes through conflict and natural 
disaster is a shock for the affected population. 
 
When looking at the rehabilitation process after a 
disaster, housing programmes often bridge the phase of 
recovery towards long-term development. Therefore, 
social, political and economic dynamics and the strong 
participation of the population ensuring ownership have 
to be taken into account right from the beginning when 
implementing a housing programme.  
 
SDC’s post-conflict return and rehabilitation 
programme in the North of Sri Lanka (2010 – 2015) 
SDC’s ongoing programme for the resettling population 
in the North builds on past experiences. It consists of an 
integrated village approach including the reconstruction 
of houses for 5’000 families, rehabilitation of public 
infrastructure and support to strengthened local 
livelihood activities. The programme is implemented in 
collaboration with local authorities, non-governmental 
partners and the strong involvement of the beneficiaries. 
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